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Lent is a season for strong emotions. During Lent we make the effort to be calm, spend more time in solitude and prayer; and we may resolve to maintain, as much as possible, a gentle spirit. But often, underneath all our efforts to be calm, there stirs in us a mixture of emotions – sadness, grief, regret, pain, guilt, and even anger. Why all this churning? As we try during Lent to understand Jesus’ pain, as we try to get inside his skin, we find that our own issues also get stirred. It’s part of being human. We move up against the raw edges of our lives – the tender, vulnerable places.
But what about anger during Lent? Is anger an appropriate emotion for Lent? Do we have a choice about whether we feel anger? For us proper, church-going folks, anger sounds terribly out of place. But remember that during these 40 days, we are trying to stay close to Jesus on his journey toward death. When anybody is headed toward death, somebody is angry. Anger is a part of grief. But most of the time we religious folk don’t know how to deal with our anger. We’d rather deny it, repress it, by-pass it.
It’s probably accurate to say that most of us church folk deal with our anger with the attitude called "Be nice." We learned "Be nice" at the breakfast table when we were about four. But the literal meaning of the word "nice" is "to be ignorant," to ignore the truth. Being nice can be a polite veneer for a snake pit inside us. Being nice usually means suppressing our anger, pushing it down until we develop ulcers or headaches or depression. And remember that depression is commonly called "swallowed anger," anger turned inward.
That’s not the way Jesus dealt with anger. The classic story of Jesus’ anger is the story known as the "cleansing of the Temple." It’s a familiar story: Jesus goes to Jerusalem for Passover, the greatest of all the Jewish festivals. All adult male Jews were required to be present. (from Wm. Barclay, The Gospel of John, vol 1, p. 109) So Jesus went – with his family. Matthew, Mark, and Luke place this story at the end of Jesus’ ministry, but John places it at the beginning. For John the story of Jesus’ anger in the temple marks the start of his ministry. This story also is directly related to Jesus’ passion – his coming suffering, death and resurrection. Here in one action, the cleansing of the Temple expresses what Jesus’ death and resurrection were to accomplish for all people--- God’s way of bringing access to wholeness, redemption, and justice for all people.
How is this possible? Let’s look at the story. When Jesus arrived in Jerusalem, he headed, as we might expect, straight for the Temple. When he entered the temple, instead of finding an atmosphere of peace, reverence, and inspiration, he found a hubbub of people and animals and moneychangers. What was going on? Part of the Passover ritual was the payment of a temple tax. Everybody had to pay it – "dues" to help maintain the temple and continue the ritual of animal sacrifices. From all over the world, pilgrims arrived at the temple to pay their temple tax with different coins.
Since there was no foreign currency exchange office, the temple moneychangers did this job. It was also well known that they extracted a fee for exchanging foreign coins into Jewish coins. Sometimes they would charge double the amount of the coin. So the wealth of the temple grew and grew. And the moneychangers kept pocketing the rest, exploiting the pilgrims.
In addition to the tax, many people would also bring an animal to the temple as a thank offering. They would have to pay to have this animal inspected, since the temple authorities had to make sure that this was an unblemished animal. If the animal were rejected, the authorities would offer a slick deal: "Here, we have a pair of doves you can buy – or a lamb. Only ten shekels more!"
When Jesus enters the temple, he sees all this buying and selling. He hears the rabble and clatter. He sees the temple of God turned from a place of access to God into a marketplace for thieves! His anger begins to rise. If we have ever doubted the humanity of Jesus, here’s the place to turn in our doubts. For here is no namby-pamby, "Be nice" Jesus. He looks more like an adrenaline-driven strong man, with a whip in his hand. In this moment he becomes so fiery mad that he begins overturning tables, cracking his whip, until he drives the moneychangers out of the temple. "This is a house of prayer, not a den of thieves….Stop making my Father’s house a marketplace!" (John 2:16)
When we hear this story, we might say that Jesus got mad about something going on at church, so that means we can get mad too. Church is a good target for anger, so do like Jesus did--- get angry at church! But that’s not what the text says. The text says that, in the face of injustice, irreverence, and desecration, Jesus showed an appropriate, healthy anger. Not a chaotic tirade, but open, honest, focussed anger.
The text says that Jesus’ anger was not for his self-serving needs, but for the people. His anger was not some personal petulance, but it was directed for a clear reason. People were being exploited, mistreated. Here was injustice, and Jesus was outraged. He got angry on behalf of those who were mistreated. He got angry because the temple’s purpose – access to God – was being neglected.
Jesus’ action may help us to see that anger is far different from hostility. Anger says, "I hurt, and I want to be heard." Hostility says, "I hurt, and now you’re gonna hurt too." (from Ron Greer) Jesus was not hostile, for hostility can lead to hatred and violence. Jesus was not hostile; he was angry – on behalf of himself, others, and God. He was not vindictive or vengeful. He was angry --out of his deep need for people to have access to God. 
The temple was a structure designed to invite people to move gradually closer to God. There were a series of courts in the temple, leading one after the other toward the Holy of Holies. In the temple protocol, the only place a Gentile (a non-Jew) could go in the temple was the Gentile Court, the outer court, like a hallway or foyer of a church. Here Gentiles might possibly come close to God; but they were being blocked by all this buying and selling in the Gentile Court. It was as if the moneychangers were saying, "Pay a toll, a fee, and you can buy your way into God’s house." It was rather like the church at the time of Martin Luther: Pay your indulgence, and you’ll get to heaven.
Jesus was outraged at this unjust system. "No more of this!" It was deep emotion. "I hurt, and I want to be heard." He wanted to be heard concerning the injustice, the money taken from the poor. And he wanted to be heard about his mission: to bring people into relationship to God—access to God in God’s house. 
Jesus’ anger was judgment on this corrupt system; it was geared to bring change. In this sense Jesus’ anger brought enormous hope. For hope opens the possibility for justice, well-being – communion with God, especially for those who have been denied this access.
Are there any moneychangers in the temple today? We could say that the moneychangers represent any persons or group that has power and lords it over others. Moneychangers are the group in control, deciding who is in and who is out. Our text invites us to look critically at any system that protects some people (moneychangers, power brokers) at the expense of others, those marginalized by society. God desires equal access to the temple (God’s presence) for all people. That includes access to justice, access to economic well-being, and access to communion with God.
Who then are the power brokers currently keeping some people on the fringes, the margins, of God’s temple? Is there a power group keeping some people marginalized in the outer court? You could say that empowered male clergy are standing in the Gentile Court, blocking gifted women ministers from full pastoral ministry positions. You could say that our current Watts Street discussions about Christianity and homosexuality are an effort to come to terms with the ways the church (in general) has rejected gay Christians, leaving them on the fringe of the church or ostracized completely. We could also look at other marginalized groups that are kept on the outer fringe of the temple (the church) – the poor, those who have been in prison, Hispanics, homeless, the mentally or physically disabled.
You could say that any time a church gets caught up preserving the institution above service, then some people get pushed to the outer edges. You could say that any time one power group in the church wants its way, the needs of others can get overlooked. You could say that any time the church wants only "our kind of folks" in the fellowship, then we are in danger of jeopardizing the good news of the gospel—access to God for all people. Those who are different from "us" too easily get shunned--- the young, the old, the poor, the homosexual, the stranger. Do we have a right to exclude any of these from Christ’s Table?
In the face of any of us who hold power, who seem to be power brokers, Jesus walks in the door and roars his disapproval, his anger. He is angry over those who are "ignored, injured or trivialized." (Carroll Saussy, The Living Pulpit, October-December 1993) We are here at Watts Street Baptist Church to be disciples of Jesus, to continue his ministry. That means that there may come a time when we follow Jesus by expressing outrage, anger. Evil and injustice triumph when good people stay silent, when good people do nothing. This is why the Million Mom March on Mother’s Day (May 14, 2000) is such a crucial witness to our faith, a witness for peace, calling for common sense regulations of handguns. That’s why I hope a great number of moms (and daughters) in this church will go to Washington on May l4. 
This witness will be consistent with the original Mother’s Day in l872 when Julia Ward Howe called mothers to come together in a march for peace. There is a time for outrage, for public processing of grief, over too many deaths by senseless gun violence. The May l4 march is led by mothers, with the motto: "If Mama ain’t happy, ain’t nobody happy." When too many people are denied access to a living communion with God, there is a time for outrage, a time for anger. We learned it from Jesus.
As Jesus’ disciples, our job is to open the way to God. Before we can open this access to God for all people, someone must first speak the pain of those who are excluded. The suffering must be articulated. This is true for the victims of gun violence, for the mothers who will not stand for another gun incident. This is true for those who are gay, who have nowhere to go to church unless there are churches like Watts Street. This is true for those who are homeless and who long to be at home in a church. We need people today who will speak as Jesus did, as the prophets did, saying, "I hurt, and I want to be heard…I hurt on behalf of these people. And I want to be heard." 
But we know that some of us can easily get upset with people who turn over tables. Such action is disturbing; it’s not "being nice." One advocate for the homeless said, " No, we will not be patient. When people are sleeping on the street, starving in alleyways, we will never be patient." Somebody cares enough to get angry – about the treatment of homeless people, about the rejection of those who are gay and lesbian, about discrimination against any who are different, about willful damage to the creation, the environment. When someone gets angry about the mistreatment of people (and the mistreatment of creation), we may need to remember that we first learned this anger, this outrage, from Jesus.
Jesus wanted to open the door of the temple, to give access to God, God’s justice. He wanted to bring communion with God to all people. Jesus’ action in the temple clears a path, to God and to the Lord’s Table. 
Many years ago someone told me that anger is a part of love. We love someone enough to trust that our relationship can bear the expression of anger. Jesus gave not only his anger—out of love; he also gave his life – out of love. 
In these days of Lent perhaps we too can catch some of the freedom of righteous anger--- outrage that clears a path for communion with God, for all God’s people.
May it be so. Amen.
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